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ALLAMA IQBAL OPEN UNIVERSITY, ISLAMABAD 

Course: Introduction to ECE (1624)  •  Level: PGD in ECE 

Semester: Autumn 2026 

Assignment No. 1 (Units 1–4) 

Total Marks: 100  •  Pass Marks: 50 

SOLVED ASSIGNMENT GUIDE 

(For Study & Reference) 

Note: This guide is prepared for study and reference purposes. Students are advised to read the relevant 

units of the course book, understand the concepts, and then write the assignment in their own words. 

Copying this guide word for word is not recommended. 

 

Question 1: Characteristics and Educational Requirements of Different 

Age Groups (20 Marks) 

Discuss the characteristics and educational requirements of infants, toddlers, preschoolers, 

kindergarten children, and children with special needs. How should programs be adapted for 

each group? 

Introduction 

Early childhood, roughly from birth to eight years, is not one uniform stage. A baby of three 

months, a restless two-year-old, a questioning four-year-old and a six-year-old who is learning 

to read differ so greatly in body, mind, language, emotion and social behaviour that a single 

programme cannot serve them all well. Good Early Childhood Education (ECE) therefore begins 

with developmental knowledge: the educator first understands what children of a particular 

age are typically like, what they need in order to grow, and what kind of experiences, 

environment, adult behaviour and materials will support that growth. This answer discusses the 

characteristics and educational requirements of five groups — infants, toddlers, preschoolers, 
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kindergarten children and children with special needs — and explains how programmes should 

be adapted for each. The guiding principle throughout is developmentally appropriate practice: 

education must fit the child’s stage, not force the child to fit a fixed programme. 

Infants (Birth to About 12 Months) 

Infants are completely dependent on adults, yet they are far from passive. In the first year the 

brain grows faster than at any later period, and babies learn through their senses and through 

movement: they look, listen, mouth objects, kick, roll, sit, crawl and, towards the end of the 

year, many begin to stand and walk. Attachment is the central developmental task. The infant 

needs one or a few consistent caregivers who respond warmly and promptly to crying, feeding, 

discomfort and the wish for comfort, because trust built in these months becomes the 

foundation of later emotional security and learning. Language begins long before words: babies 

coo, babble, respond to tone of voice and begin to understand familiar words. Their needs are 

therefore first of all physical and relational — feeding, sleep, hygiene, safety, holding, talking 

and gentle stimulation. 

Educationally, an infant programme is really a programme of responsive care. Caregiver–child 

ratios must be very low (about one adult to three infants), the same caregiver should stay with 

the same babies, and routines such as feeding and nappy changing should be treated as 

learning moments filled with eye contact, naming and song rather than as mechanical tasks. 

The environment must be safe, clean and calm, with soft surfaces for tummy time and crawling, 

objects of different colours, textures and sounds to look at, grasp and shake, and protection 

from overstimulation and noise. There is no formal teaching at this stage; planned “curriculum” 

means sensory play, movement opportunities, rhymes and constant spoken language. Health 
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monitoring, safe sleep practices and close communication with parents about feeding, sleep 

and milestones are essential parts of the programme. 

Toddlers (About 1 to 3 Years) 

The toddler is defined by two powerful drives: autonomy and movement. Having learned to 

walk, the child wants to do everything “myself” — feeding, dressing, carrying, climbing and 

opening — even when skills are still clumsy. This is Erikson’s stage of autonomy versus shame 

and doubt, and the famous “no” of the two-year-old is a sign of healthy selfhood, not 

disobedience. Language explodes from single words to short sentences, although 

understanding runs ahead of speech, and frustration at not being understood produces many 

tantrums. Play is mostly parallel: toddlers play beside rather than with other children, 

egocentrism is normal, and sharing is still very difficult. Attention spans are short, curiosity is 

endless, and safety risks are high because the child explores without judging danger. 

A toddler programme must therefore offer freedom within firm, simple limits. Children need 

large amounts of time for active play indoors and outdoors, push-and-pull toys, balls, low 

climbing equipment, water and sand play, simple puzzles, thick crayons and large blocks. 

Activities should be short, repeated often and changed quickly when interest fades. Routines 

and simple, consistently enforced rules give security: the child should know what happens next. 

Teachers need patience, a calm voice, simple language, and techniques such as offering limited 

choices (“Do you want the red cup or the blue cup?”) that respect autonomy while keeping 

control. Toilet learning, hand washing and self-feeding are treated as curriculum. Group size 

must stay small, the room must be thoroughly child-proofed, and biting or hitting must be 

handled by redirection and teaching words, never by punishment that shames the child. 
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Preschoolers (About 3 to 5 Years) 

Preschool children are energetic, imaginative and intensely social learners. Gross motor skills 

improve rapidly — running, jumping, hopping, throwing — and fine motor skills progress from 

scribbling to drawing recognisable figures and attempting letters. Language develops 

dramatically: vocabulary grows into thousands of words, sentences become complex, and the 

child asks endless “why” questions. This is the age of initiative (Erikson), of symbolic and 

pretend play, of imaginary friends and dress-up, and of the first real friendships. In Piaget’s 

terms the child is preoperational: thinking is intuitive and centred on appearances, 

conservation is not yet understood, but curiosity about how the world works is powerful. 

Conscience begins to form, gender and cultural identity are noticed, and self-concept is built 

from adults’ responses. 

The preschool programme should therefore be a rich, play-based, language-filled environment 

organised in learning centres — blocks, dramatic play, art, books, sand and water, and early 

science — where children choose activities, work in small groups and learn through hands-on 

exploration. Teachers plan themes drawn from children’s interests, read stories daily, 

encourage conversation, counting, sorting, measuring and simple experiments in real contexts, 

and provide long, uninterrupted periods for pretend and constructive play, through which 

social skills, problem solving and early literacy and numeracy grow naturally. Emergent literacy 

and numeracy are supported through print-rich surroundings, name recognition, rhymes and 

number games, not through formal drilling or worksheets. Social guidance focuses on naming 

feelings, taking turns, resolving conflicts with words and practising kindness, while observation-

based assessment records each child’s progress for planning and for sharing with parents. 
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Kindergarten Children (About 5 to 6 Years) 

The kindergarten child stands at the bridge between early childhood and formal schooling. 

Physically more coordinated and enduring, the five- to six-year-old can sit for longer tasks, 

handle pencils, scissors and tools with growing control, and enjoy team games with simple 

rules. Cognitively, many children begin to grasp conservation, classification and sequencing, 

memory improves, and interest in letters, sounds and numbers often becomes a genuine desire 

to read, write and calculate. Socially, peer acceptance matters increasingly, cooperative play 

dominates, and the child becomes sensitive to fairness, rules and adult approval. Emotionally, 

children of this age can name and increasingly regulate feelings, yet they still need warmth, 

encouragement and plenty of movement; pushing primary-school methods down into 

kindergarten harms motivation and confidence. 

The kindergarten programme should therefore provide readiness through experience rather 

than premature formality. It keeps the play-based, centre-based organisation of preschool but 

adds gradually more structured small-group work: phonological awareness through songs and 

sound games, shared reading and writing, number concepts through games and real-life 

problems, science through observation and simple records, and projects that last several days 

and end in something children can show. The daily schedule balances active and quiet periods, 

whole-group, small-group and individual time, and indoor and outdoor learning. Teachers 

observe and document learning systematically, support the transition to Grade 1 through visits, 

records and parent meetings, and watch for children who may need additional help with 

language, behaviour or learning so that support begins early rather than after failure. 
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Children with Special Needs 

Children with special needs are, first of all, children: they share the same needs for love, 

security, play, language and belonging as every other child, while also having particular 

requirements arising from disability or delay — in hearing, vision, movement, communication, 

cognition, behaviour or health. Their characteristics cannot be described as one profile; a child 

with a hearing impairment, a child with cerebral palsy and a child with autism differ from one 

another as much as they differ from other children. What they have in common is the risk of 

being defined by the difficulty rather than by their strengths, and the need for early 

identification and early intervention, because support given in the first years, when the brain is 

most plastic, changes developmental outcomes far more than the same support given later. 

Programmes must adapt through inclusion supported by individualisation. Every child with 

special needs should have an Individualised Education Plan (IEP) prepared with parents and, 

where possible, specialists, setting realistic goals, methods and review dates. Adaptations 

operate at several levels: physical access (ramps, adapted furniture, safe layout); materials 

(large-print or tactile books, hearing aids and visual timetables, adapted grips and switches); 

communication (sign language, picture exchange systems, extra processing time); curriculum 

(tasks broken into small steps, additional repetition, multi-sensory teaching); and personnel 

(special educators, therapists and trained assistants working with, not instead of, the class 

teacher). Inclusion in ordinary settings, with support, is preferred because children learn 

language, play and social behaviour from peers; separate provision is justified only when a 

child’s needs genuinely cannot be met inclusively. Partnership with families is decisive, since 

parents know the child best and carry the programme into the home. 
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Table 1: Summary — characteristics, needs and programme adaptations by group 

Group Key characteristics Programme adaptation 

Infants (0–1) Sensory learning, attachment, 

total dependence 

Very low ratios, consistent 

caregiver, responsive care 

routines, safe sensory 

environment 

Toddlers (1–3) Autonomy, walking, language 

burst, parallel play 

Freedom within limits, movement 

play, short activities, simple 

routines, child-proofed space 

Preschoolers (3–5) Imagination, questions, 

friendships, preoperational 

thought 

Learning centres, themes, stories, 

pretend play, emergent 

literacy/numeracy through play 

Kindergarten (5–6) Readiness for literacy/numeracy, 

cooperative play, rule awareness 

Balanced structure and play, 

project work, documented 

assessment, transition support 

Children with special needs Individual profiles; strengths plus 

specific support needs 

IEP, accessible environment, 

adapted 

materials/communication, 

specialists, family partnership 

Table 1 summarises the argument: the younger or the more individual the child, the more the 

programme must be built around care, relationship and adaptation rather than around a 

uniform syllabus. Across all groups, some adaptations are universal — low ratios, trained and 

stable teachers, safe and stimulating environments, learning through play, close observation of 

each child, and partnership with families. What changes is the emphasis: comfort and 

attachment for infants, autonomy and movement for toddlers, imagination and language for 

preschoolers, readiness and transition for kindergarten children, and individualised, inclusive 

support for children with special needs. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, each group in early childhood has a distinctive pattern of growth and a 

corresponding set of educational requirements. Infants need responsive, attachment-based 
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care; toddlers need protected freedom to act autonomously; preschoolers need a rich play and 

language environment; kindergarten children need a balanced bridge towards formal learning; 

and children with special needs need early, individualised and inclusive support built on their 

strengths. Programmes that understand and adapt to these differences respect the child’s 

development; programmes that ignore them either bore, frustrate or exclude the child. The 

mark of a professional ECE educator is precisely this ability to read the child’s stage and needs 

and to shape the environment, activities and adult behaviour accordingly. 

Question 2: Sources of Support for Early Childhood Education (20 

Marks) 

Examine the various sources of support for Early Childhood Education, including for-profit, not-

for-profit, employer-supported, university-affiliated, publicly supported, and Head Start 

programs. Evaluate their strengths and limitations. 

Introduction 

No single agency provides or pays for Early Childhood Education. Around the world, and 

increasingly in countries such as Pakistan, young children are served by a mixed economy of 

provision: commercial nurseries run for profit, charitable and community programmes run 

without profit, childcare arranged by employers for their workers’ children, laboratory schools 

attached to universities, centres financed and run by the state, and large publicly funded 

compensatory programmes of which Head Start in the United States is the most famous 

example. Each source of support brings different money, motives, standards and accountability. 

This answer examines each type in turn and evaluates its strengths and limitations, because 

USMAN NOTES  |  AIOU Code 1624 Solved Assignment 1 (Autumn 2026) Official Portal: www.usmannotes.com

Page 9 of 32 - USMAN NOTES (100% Quality Academic Reference) WhatsApp Orders: +92 324 5836626

USM
AN N

OTES

www.u
sm

an
no

te
s.c

om



Solved Assignment Guide — AIOU Introduction to ECE (1624) — Page 10 

understanding who supports a programme explains a great deal about its fees, quality, clientele 

and stability. 

For-Profit Programs 

For-profit programmes are owned by individuals or companies and must earn more than they 

spend; fees paid by parents are their main income, and the surplus is the owner’s profit. They 

range from small home-based day care to large national chains with standardised buildings, 

curricula and branding. Their strengths are real: private investment expands the supply of 

places quickly without burdening public funds; competition can push operators to offer longer 

hours, better facilities, transport, meals and responsiveness to parents’ wishes; and efficient 

chains can achieve economies of scale in training, materials and administration. A well-run 

commercial nursery may be excellent, and many are. 

The limitations follow from the same profit motive. Where profit and quality compete — in 

staff wages, ratios, food or materials — profit may win, because parents cannot easily judge 

process quality and may choose on price, location and appearance. Fees exclude poor families, 

so for-profit provision tends to concentrate in wealthier areas and to underserve rural and low-

income communities where ECE is needed most. Staff are often paid the lowest wages the 

market allows, producing high turnover that harms children’s attachments. Finally, a 

commercial centre can close or be sold at short notice, interrupting children’s care. Regulation 

and inspection can limit these risks, but they cannot remove the structural tension between 

serving shareholders or owners and serving children. 
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Not-for-Profit Programs 

Not-for-profit programmes are run by religious bodies, charities, community groups, parent 

cooperatives and non-governmental organisations. Any surplus is reinvested in the programme 

rather than distributed, and income typically combines modest fees, donations, grants and 

volunteer help. Their strengths lie in mission and community rootedness: they often serve 

precisely the families commercial providers avoid, keep fees low or sliding according to income, 

involve parents and community members in governance, and put educational and welfare aims 

ahead of financial return. Parent cooperatives additionally build parents’ own skills and social 

support, and faith-based and community centres often enjoy deep local trust. 

Their limitations are mainly financial and organisational. Funding from donations and short-

term grants is unstable, making long-term planning, staff salaries and building maintenance 

difficult; dependence on volunteers can mean uneven quality and continuity. Management 

capacity may be weak where committees of well-meaning volunteers lack professional, 

financial or regulatory expertise, and facilities are often housed in borrowed or converted 

premises that were not designed for young children. Accountability can also be blurred: without 

owners or state inspectors taking a close interest, quality may drift. Strong not-for-profit 

programmes therefore combine their community strengths with professional leadership and 

diversified, stable funding. 

Employer-Supported Programs 

Employer-supported childcare ranges from an on-site or near-site centre run or subsidised by a 

company, factory, hospital or university for employees’ children, through reserved places in 

local centres, to childcare allowances and information services. The employer’s motive is 

USMAN NOTES  |  AIOU Code 1624 Solved Assignment 1 (Autumn 2026) Official Portal: www.usmannotes.com

Page 11 of 32 - USMAN NOTES (100% Quality Academic Reference) WhatsApp Orders: +92 324 5836626

USM
AN N

OTES

www.u
sm

an
no

te
s.c

om



Solved Assignment Guide — AIOU Introduction to ECE (1624) — Page 12 

practical: childcare problems cause absenteeism, lateness, distraction and the loss of trained 

staff, especially mothers, so supporting childcare is an investment in recruitment, retention and 

productivity. The strengths for families are considerable: care near the workplace shortens 

journeys, allows breastfeeding visits and quick response in emergencies, hours can match 

shifts, fees are often subsidised, and the employer’s reputation is at stake, which tends to 

protect quality. For society, such programmes draw private money into ECE and normalise the 

idea that raising children and working are compatible. 

The limitations are equally clear. Provision depends on employment: a parent who loses or 

changes the job may lose the childcare place as well, and workers in small firms, informal work 

and agriculture — the majority in countries like Pakistan — are rarely covered at all, so 

employer support can widen inequality between employees of large organisations and 

everyone else. Quality and continuity depend on the employer’s fortunes and priorities; a 

centre is vulnerable in a downturn. There is also a risk that convenience for the employer (very 

long hours, for example) is not always what is best for the child. Employer support is therefore 

a valuable supplement to, but never a substitute for, a public system. 

University-Affiliated Programs 

Universities and teacher-training institutions run laboratory nursery schools and childcare 

centres that serve three purposes at once: care for the children of staff and students, a practice 

and observation site for students of child development and education, and a setting for 

research. Their strengths are distinctive. Staff are usually highly qualified, ratios are favourable, 

the curriculum is informed by current research, and the centre models best practice for the 

trainees who will staff other programmes. Parents benefit from an intellectually rich, well-
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resourced environment, and the wider field benefits from research findings and from teachers 

trained in a model setting. 

The limitations follow from their special mission. Places are few and often reserved for 

university families, so contribution to general access is small. Costs per child are high and could 

not be replicated at scale. The dual purpose can create tensions: observation galleries, student 

rotations and research projects must be managed sensitively so that children are not treated as 

demonstration material, and frequent changes of student helpers can disturb attachments. 

University centres are best understood as centres of excellence and innovation whose task is to 

raise standards elsewhere, not as a mass solution. 

Publicly Supported Programs 

Publicly supported programmes are financed wholly or mainly from taxation and run by 

national or local government — state nursery schools, kindergarten classes attached to public 

primary schools (such as katchi classes in Pakistan), and municipal childcare. Their great 

strength is equity: only the state can offer free or low-cost provision as an entitlement, reach 

poor and rural communities, set national curriculum and staffing standards, pay professional 

salaries that stabilise the workforce, and plan supply according to need rather than purchasing 

power. Public provision also carries democratic accountability and can coordinate education 

with health and nutrition services. 

Their limitations are those of large public systems. They are expensive, and in budget crises 

early years provision, lacking a strong lobby, is often cut first or expanded in quantity at the 

expense of quality — for example, very large classes with untrained staff. Bureaucracy can 

make programmes rigid, slow to innovate and weakly responsive to parents’ working hours; 
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provision frequently covers only a few hours a day and only part of the year. Quality varies 

sharply between regions, and political changes can redirect policy. Public support is thus 

indispensable for equity, but it must be protected by funding standards, professional leadership 

and inspection if quantity is not to crowd out quality. 

Head Start Programs 

Head Start, begun in the United States in 1965 as part of the War on Poverty, is the best-known 

targeted public programme: federally funded, locally administered comprehensive services for 

children from low-income families from birth to five (Early Head Start covers the youngest). It is 

more than schooling: it combines education with health screening and care, nutrition, social 

services and strong parent involvement, including parents in governance, on the principle that 

poverty affects the whole child and family. Its strengths are its comprehensiveness, its targeting 

of those with greatest need, its parent partnership model and its national performance 

standards, which have driven quality improvement across the sector. Decades of evaluation 

show gains in school readiness and health, especially where quality is high. 

Its limitations are also well documented. Funding has never been sufficient to serve all eligible 

children, so rationing persists. Effects on test scores in some studies fade in the early school 

years when children move into poor-quality schools, which is an argument about what follows 

Head Start as much as about Head Start itself. Quality varies between local grantees despite 

standards, and the programme’s compensatory framing can stigmatise families if deficit 

language dominates. Even so, Head Start remains the classic demonstration that public money, 

spent comprehensively and early on disadvantaged children, yields educational, health and 

economic returns. 
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Table 2: Sources of support — main strengths and limitations compared 

Source Main strength Main limitation 

For-profit Expands supply fast; responsive 

to parents 

Profit can compete with quality; 

fees exclude the poor 

Not-for-profit Mission, low fees, community 

trust 

Unstable funding; variable 

management capacity 

Employer-supported Convenient, subsidised, aids 

retention 

Covers only formal employees; 

tied to the job 

University-affiliated Research-based model quality; 

trains teachers 

Very few places; high cost per 

child 

Publicly supported Equity, scale, standards, 

professional pay 

Costly; bureaucracy; quality 

varies by region 

Head Start Comprehensive, targeted, parent 

partnership 

Under-funded places; variable 

local quality 

Read together, Table 2 shows that no single source is sufficient. Commercial and employer 

provision bring money and responsiveness but not equity; the voluntary sector brings trust and 

mission but not stability; universities bring quality and innovation but not scale; only public 

funding brings entitlement and scale, and targeted programmes such as Head Start show how 

public money can be concentrated where need is greatest. Mature ECE systems therefore blend 

sources under a common framework of standards, so that wherever a child is enrolled, 

minimum quality is guaranteed. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the various sources of support for ECE each contribute something the others lack, 

and each has characteristic weaknesses. Policy should not ask which single source is best, but 

how to combine them: public funding and standards to guarantee equity and quality, not-for-

profit and community provision to reach and involve families, employer support to reconcile 

work and family life, university centres to model practice and train professionals, and well-

regulated private provision to expand choice and capacity. For a country developing its ECE 
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system, the lesson of programmes like Head Start is that investment directed early at the most 

disadvantaged children, delivered comprehensively with parents, is the most productive 

support of all. 

Question 3: Emotional and Social Development in Early Childhood (20 

Marks) 

Emotional and social development are essential aspects of children’s growth. Discuss the 

processes through which emotional competence and social skills develop during early childhood 

and explain how families and teachers can support this development.  

Introduction 

A child who can recognise and manage feelings, wait for a turn, make a friend, resolve a quarrel 

without hitting and ask an adult for help possesses something at least as important for school 

and life success as early reading skills: emotional competence and social skill. Research 

consistently links early emotional and social development to later academic achievement, 

mental health and relationships, while difficulties in these areas predict behaviour problems 

and school failure. Yet these capacities are not simply “caught” with age; they develop through 

identifiable processes — in relationships, in the brain, in language and in daily social experience 

— and they can be deliberately supported or unintentionally undermined by the adults around 

the child. This answer discusses how emotional competence and social skills develop in early 

childhood and how families and teachers can support that development. 

What Emotional Competence and Social Skills Mean 

Emotional competence has three connected parts: experiencing and expressing emotions 

appropriately; understanding emotions in oneself and others; and regulating emotions — 
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calming oneself, waiting, persisting and recovering from disappointment. Social skills are the 

behaviours through which children enter and sustain relationships: approaching others, 

sharing, cooperating, taking turns, listening, empathising, negotiating and repairing conflicts. 

The two domains develop together. A child who cannot regulate anger cannot keep friends; a 

child who cannot read another’s face will misjudge social situations; a child who feels secure 

and competent emotionally is free to explore, play and learn. Both rest on a foundation of 

attachment security laid down in infancy, which gives the child an internal expectation that the 

world is manageable and that help is available. 

Processes of Emotional Development 

Emotional development begins with co-regulation. The newborn has intense feelings and no 

capacity to manage them; the caregiver who soothes, feeds and comforts is, in effect, the 

child’s external regulator, and through thousands of such experiences the child’s stress systems 

and brain circuits for self-control are built. In the first year, basic emotions — joy, anger, fear, 

sadness, surprise — appear, and stranger anxiety and separation protest show that attachment 

has formed. In toddlerhood the self-conscious emotions emerge — pride, shame, 

embarrassment, guilt — because the child now has a sense of self and of standards; temper 

tantrums peak as autonomy collides with limited language and weak impulse control. Between 

three and five, children learn display rules (not laughing when someone falls, hiding 

disappointment at a gift), begin to regulate with words and strategies rather than only through 

adults, and become increasingly able to talk about feelings past, present and future. 

Temperament — the child’s inborn reactivity and self-regulation style — shapes the pace of this 
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process, which is why children differ and why a goodness-of-fit between child and environment 

matters more than any single method. 

Language is the great tool of emotional development. As vocabulary for feelings grows 

(“frustrated”, “left out”, “proud”), children can name a state instead of acting it out, negotiate 

instead of grabbing, and reflect instead of merely reacting. Theory of mind — the 

understanding, typically consolidating around age four, that others have thoughts and feelings 

different from one’s own — transforms emotional understanding: empathy, comforting, 

deception and genuine perspective-taking all depend on it. Pretend play accelerates both 

language and theory of mind, because in play children rehearse emotions, take roles, and 

practise controlling impulses in order to stay within the play frame; Vygotsky observed that in 

play the child behaves “a head taller” than in ordinary life, exercising self-regulation at its 

highest level. 

Processes of Social Development 

Social development follows its own sequence. Infants are social from the start — they prefer 

faces and voices, smile socially, and engage in turn-taking “games” of sound and expression 

with caregivers. Toddlers, as Parten’s classic stages describe, move from solitary and onlooker 

play to parallel play beside peers. Preschoolers progress to associative play, sharing materials 

and conversation, and then to cooperative play with common goals, roles and rules — building 

a “house” together, playing shop, inventing group dramas. Friendships form, first as momentary 

play partnerships and increasingly as stable preferences based on loyalty and shared interests. 

Through these interactions children learn the unwritten curriculum of social life: how to enter a 

group, how to be chosen, how to lead and follow, how to manage rejection and conflict, and 
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how aggression changes from physical (hitting, grabbing) towards verbal and relational forms as 

language grows. Moral development grows alongside: from obedience to avoid punishment, 

towards fairness, reciprocity and care for others’ feelings, supported by adults who explain the 

effects of actions on others (induction) rather than relying only on power or withdrawal of love. 

How Families Can Support This Development 

The family is the first and most continuous emotional school. Warm, responsive and consistent 

parenting — sometimes called authoritative parenting, high in both warmth and structure — is 

the pattern most consistently associated with emotional competence. Concretely, families 

support development by providing secure attachment through sensitive responding; by 

emotion coaching: noticing feelings, naming them, accepting them while guiding behaviour (“It 

is all right to be angry; it is not all right to hit”); by talking about feelings in everyday life and in 

stories; by modelling regulation — children copy how adults handle anger, apology and stress 

far more than they obey lectures; and by maintaining predictable routines and fair, explained 

rules that make the social world readable. Families also arrange the child’s social world: 

opportunities to play with peers, siblings and cousins, coaching in sharing and turn-taking, and 

gradual independence. Conversely, harsh, inconsistent or neglectful care, chronic conflict, and 

excessive screen substitution for interaction are risks that families, when supported and 

informed, can largely avoid. 

How Teachers Can Support This Development 

 Build security first: through an emotionally safe classroom climate: warm relationships, 

predictable routines, and rules co-created with children and enforced calmly and 

consistently. 
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 Teach emotions explicitly: feelings vocabulary, stories and puppets that explore emotions, 

circle-time discussion, and charts that help children identify and communicate states. 

 Engineer social experience: long periods of cooperative and pretend play, paired and small-

group tasks, and classroom jobs that make cooperation necessary and satisfying. 

 Coach conflict resolution: stop, calm, hear both sides, name feelings, ask children to 

propose solutions, agree and review — turning quarrels into the curriculum of social 

problem solving. 

 Use specific praise: notice and describe prosocial behaviour specifically (“You gave Sara a 

turn — that was kind”), rather than relying on material rewards or public comparison. 

 Observe, plan and refer: observe children’s social and emotional progress systematically, 

adjust groupings and support, involve parents early, and refer for specialist help when 

difficulties persist. 

Teachers also support development indirectly by managing their own responses: a teacher who 

stays calm in a storm of toddler feeling is teaching regulation in the most powerful way, by 

example. Attention to inclusion matters too — the shy child needs gentle scaffolding into play, 

the impulsive child needs pre-teaching and short, successful social tasks, and the child with 

special needs needs peers prepared to welcome and understand difference. Finally, teachers 

and families must work as one system: shared language about feelings, consistent expectations 

and regular two-way communication multiply the effect of each setting, while contradiction 

between home and school confuses the child. 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, emotional competence and social skills develop through attachment and co-

regulation in infancy, through language, pretend play and growing theory of mind in the 

preschool years, and through widening peer experience that moves from parallel to 

cooperative play. Families support this development through warmth, emotion coaching, 

modelling and structured freedom; teachers support it through a secure climate, explicit 

teaching of feelings, rich play, coached conflict resolution and close partnership with parents. 

Because these capacities underpin learning itself, emotional and social development is not an 

extra in the early childhood curriculum — it is its foundation, and time invested in it is repaid in 

every other domain. 

Question 4: John Dewey and Maria Montessori: A Comparison (20 

Marks) 

John Dewey and Maria Montessori proposed different approaches to teaching and learning. 

Compare their educational philosophies and assess their relevance for contemporary Early 

Childhood Education classrooms. 

Introduction 

John Dewey (1859–1952), the American philosopher of pragmatism and progressive education, 

and Maria Montessori (1870–1952), the Italian physician who built a complete method from 

observing children in her Casa dei Bambini in Rome, are the two most influential founders of 

modern child-centred education. Both rejected the traditional school of rote, silence and the 

all-knowing teacher; both insisted that young children learn by doing. Yet their systems differ in 

aims, materials, the teacher’s role, freedom and social organisation — differences that still 
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structure debates in Early Childhood Education today. This answer compares their philosophies 

systematically and assesses what each contributes, and where each needs correction, in the 

contemporary ECE classroom. 

Dewey: Education as Experience and Democracy 

For Dewey, education is not preparation for life; “education is life itself”. Knowledge is not a 

stock of facts to be transferred but the product of active inquiry: the child encounters a genuine 

problem arising from experience, reflects, tests ideas in action and reconstructs experience — 

his famous principle of “learning by doing”. In Democracy and Education (1916) and Experience 

and Education (1938) he argued that the school should be a miniature democratic society in 

which children learn cooperation, communication and shared responsibility by practising them, 

and that the curriculum should grow out of the child’s present interests and social occupations 

(cooking, building, gardening, weaving) rather than being imposed as disconnected subjects. 

The teacher is a guide and co-inquirer who designs environments and projects, observes 

interests and helps children extend them; discipline arises from the shared work itself, not from 

external command. Dewey warned against two equal errors: traditional imposition, and a 

romantic laissez-faire progressivism that leaves children to follow whim without direction — 

experience must be educative, continuous and interactive to count as education. 

Montessori: The Absorbent Mind and the Prepared Environment 

Montessori’s philosophy begins with a scientific, almost medical, observation of the child. She 

described the “absorbent mind” of the child under six, who constructs himself from the 

environment, and “sensitive periods” in which particular capacities — order, language, 

movement, sensory refinement — are effortlessly learned if the environment supplies the right 
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materials at the right time. Her answer was the prepared environment: a beautiful, ordered, 

child-sized space containing carefully designed didactic materials, each isolating one quality 

(size, colour, sound, texture), each self-correcting (the material itself shows the error), 

progressing in a planned sequence. Within this environment the child enjoys real freedom: 

freedom to choose work, to repeat it without interruption, to move and to concentrate, 

because — in her central discovery of normalisation — deep concentration on chosen work 

produces calm, discipline and joy from within. The teacher (she used the word “directress”) 

prepares and maintains the environment, demonstrates materials briefly and precisely, then 

withdraws to observe, intervening as little as possible: the adult must not do for the child what 

the child can do alone, since every unnecessary help is an obstacle to development. Practical 

life exercises, sensorial materials, language, mathematics and cultural subjects are all presented 

individually, largely in mixed-age groups in which younger children learn from older ones. 

Table 3: Dewey and Montessori compared 

Aspect Dewey Montessori 

Aim of education Growth, democratic participation, 

reconstruction of experience 

Independent, self-constructed, 

normalised child 

How children learn Social inquiry into real problems; 

learning by doing together 

Individual work with self-

correcting materials in sensitive 

periods 

Curriculum Emerges from children’s interests 

and social occupations; projects 

Planned sequence of didactic 

materials across set areas 

Teacher’s role Guide and co-inquirer who 

designs projects and discussion 

Observer and preparer of 

environment; brief 

demonstration, then withdrawal 

Freedom and discipline Freedom within cooperative 

group purposes 

Freedom of choice within limits 

of the prepared environment 

Social organisation Cooperation and group work are 

central 

Primarily individual work; mixed-

age community, less group 

collaboration 
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Play and imagination Pretend and social play valued as 

experience 

Sceptical of fantasy in early years; 

preferred real, purposeful activity 

Key Similarities 

The similarities are fundamental, and explain why both are ancestors of today’s practice. Both 

are child-centred against adult-centred tradition: education starts from the child’s nature and 

activity. Both insist on learning through action and the senses rather than verbal instruction; 

both transform the teacher from lecturer into observer, designer of environments and guide; 

both demand respect for the child as a person with rights and inner life; both favour intrinsic 

motivation and discipline from within over rewards, punishments and competition; and both 

designed their schools as communities in which the physical environment itself teaches. A 

modern classroom with learning centres, manipulatives, child choice and an observing teacher 

owes its basic shape to both thinkers simultaneously. 

Key Differences 

The differences are matters of emphasis that produce visibly different classrooms. First, the 

unit of learning: Dewey’s child learns socially, in group inquiry, and knowledge is validated in 

shared experience; Montessori’s child learns chiefly alone, at his own pace, and knowledge is 

validated by the material’s control of error. Second, the curriculum: Dewey’s emerges and is 

therefore flexible and locally shaped; Montessori’s is predefined and sequenced, and fidelity to 

the material sequence matters to its integrity. Third, imagination: Dewey welcomed pretend 

play and storytelling as genuine experience; Montessori, especially for under-sixes, distrusted 

fantasy and insisted on reality-based activity — a position modern research on pretend play 

and self-regulation does not support. Fourth, the teacher’s visibility: Dewey’s teacher actively 

provokes, questions and extends; Montessori’s deliberately fades. Fifth, aims: Dewey’s ultimate 
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horizon is democratic society; Montessori’s is the liberated, independent individual (though she 

also wrote powerfully on education for peace). Neither is simply “free”: both impose strong 

structure, Dewey through planned educative experience and Montessori through the 

environment and materials. 

Relevance for Contemporary ECE Classrooms 

Dewey’s relevance is broad and growing. Project-based and inquiry learning, emergent 

curriculum approaches such as Reggio Emilia, democratic classroom practices, learning through 

play with the teacher as scaffolder, and the modern emphasis on twenty-first-century skills — 

collaboration, communication, critical thinking — are all Deweyan. His warning that not all 

experience is educative remains the best test of fashionable activities. Where Dewey needs 

supplementing is in structure for early skills: left entirely to emergence, systematic foundations 

in language and number may develop unevenly between children, and disadvantaged children 

suffer most from that unevenness. 

Montessori’s relevance is equally concrete. Her prepared environment, self-correcting 

materials, long uninterrupted work periods, mixed-age grouping, respect for concentration and 

practical-life independence are now mainstream, and formal Montessori programmes continue 

to expand worldwide, with outcome studies reporting favourable results on executive function, 

early literacy and numeracy and social skills when implemented with fidelity. Her insights into 

sensitive periods and sensory learning fit modern developmental neuroscience well. Where 

Montessori needs correction is precisely where Dewey is strong: collaborative learning, 

imaginative play, open-ended creativity and culturally responsive, emergent themes must be 
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added to her sequenced individualism, and her materials must not become so prescriptive that 

the child’s own questions have nowhere to go. 

The most defensible contemporary position is therefore an informed synthesis: a prepared, 

orderly, materials-rich environment (Montessori) within which children pursue social projects 

and inquiries arising from their interests (Dewey); individual concentration protected, and 

collaboration deliberately taught; fantasy honoured as thinking, and reality mastered through 

purposeful work; the teacher observing like Montessori and intervening like Dewey. Most 

national ECE curricula, including play-based frameworks in Pakistan’s developing ECE policy, in 

practice embody exactly this synthesis, whether or not they name it. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, Dewey and Montessori began from the same rebellion against rote, passive 

schooling and from the same respect for the active child, but built different machines for 

learning: Dewey’s social laboratory of experience aimed at democratic growth, Montessori’s 

prepared environment and didactic materials aimed at independent self-construction. 

Contemporary ECE does not have to choose between them. It borrows Montessori’s 

environment, materials, observation and respect for concentration, and Dewey’s projects, 

cooperation, emergent interests and democratic purpose — and it corrects each with the other, 

producing classrooms that are at once orderly and alive. 
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Question 5: Goals of the ECE Curriculum and the Effective Classroom 

Environment (20 Marks) 

A quality curriculum should promote children’s holistic development while meeting educational 

goals. Evaluate the goals and objectives of the Early Childhood Education curriculum and discuss 

the key elements of an effective classroom environment that support these goals. 

Introduction 

A curriculum is a plan for learning: it states what a society intends its young children to gain, 

and every classroom decision — timetable, materials, grouping, talk — either serves that plan 

or drifts from it. In early childhood the plan must be unusually broad, because the young child 

does not develop in subjects. Body, feelings, language, thought, social skill and moral sense 

grow together, and experience in any one area feeds or starves the others. A quality ECE 

curriculum therefore pursues holistic development while still meeting clear educational goals, 

and it can only do so inside a classroom environment deliberately designed to support those 

goals. This answer evaluates the goals and objectives of the ECE curriculum and then discusses 

the key elements of an effective classroom environment, linking each element to the goals it 

serves. 

Goals and Objectives of the ECE Curriculum: An Evaluation 

The overarching goal of ECE is the all-round development of the child so that he or she enters 

school healthy, confident, communicative and eager to learn — in short, school readiness in the 

wide sense, not merely early drilling of Grade 1 content. Under this goal sit domain objectives. 

Physical objectives include gross and fine motor development, health, nutrition, hygiene habits 

and safety. Social and emotional objectives include secure self-concept, emotional regulation, 
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empathy, cooperation and independence. Language objectives cover listening, speaking, 

vocabulary, love of stories and print awareness as the root of literacy. Cognitive objectives 

include curiosity, observation, classification, number sense, problem solving and creative 

expression. Moral and cultural objectives include honesty, kindness, respect for others, and a 

positive identity within the child’s own family, language and community. 

Evaluated critically, these goals have major strengths. They are child-centred and 

developmentally grounded, matching what research shows young children can and should 

learn; they are balanced, preventing the common error of reducing ECE to “reading, writing and 

arithmetic”; they include dispositions — curiosity, persistence, confidence — which predict 

later achievement better than early drilled content; and they value the child’s home language 

and culture, which supports both identity and learning. There are, however, real tensions to 

manage. First, pressure from parents and primary schools constantly pushes goals downward 

(“push-down curriculum”), narrowing them to formal literacy and numeracy and squeezing out 

play, art and physical development. Second, goals stated in documents do not guarantee goals 

achieved in classrooms: without trained teachers, materials and reasonable ratios, holistic 

objectives remain slogans. Third, goals must be specific enough to guide planning and 

observation, yet flexible enough to respect individual pace and children with special needs; 

over-specified checklists fragment the child into ticks, while vague aims allow anything to pass. 

Finally, goals are increasingly expected to include measurable learning outcomes for 

accountability, and the field must meet this demand with observation-based assessment 

appropriate to young children rather than with tests. 
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The Physical Environment: Space, Safety and Learning Centres 

The environment is often called the “third teacher”, and in an effective classroom it is arranged 

to make the curriculum happen by itself for much of the day. Space is organised into clearly 

defined, low-shelved learning centres — block and construction, dramatic play, art, reading and 

quiet corner, sand and water, discovery/science, writing and mathematics — each stocked with 

open-ended materials at child height that children can choose, use and tidy independently, 

which directly serves goals of independence, choice, motor development and sustained 

engagement. Safety and health are non-negotiable foundations: clean, ventilated, well-lit 

rooms; safe water and toilets at child height; checked equipment; secure entry; and space 

standards that prevent dangerous overcrowding. A quiet, soft area for rest and for the 

overwhelmed child supports emotional regulation, while access to an outdoor area — for 

running, climbing, gardening and messy play — is essential for physical goals that no indoor 

room can fully meet. Displays at child eye level, showing children’s own work with captions, 

serve language, self-concept and the message that the child’s efforts are valued. 

The Temporal Environment: Schedule and Routine 

Time is an environment too. An effective schedule alternates active and quiet, indoor and 

outdoor, whole-group, small-group and solitary activity, so that attention and energy are 

respected. It protects long, uninterrupted blocks of free play and project work — forty-five 

minutes or more — because deep play, negotiation and problem solving cannot happen in ten-

minute fragments. Predictable routines (arrival, circle time, snack, story, rest) give young 

children the security of knowing what comes next, within which they can take intellectual risks; 

transitions are planned and taught rather than wasted in queues and waiting, which is where 

USMAN NOTES  |  AIOU Code 1624 Solved Assignment 1 (Autumn 2026) Official Portal: www.usmannotes.com

Page 29 of 32 - USMAN NOTES (100% Quality Academic Reference) WhatsApp Orders: +92 324 5836626

USM
AN N

OTES

www.u
sm

an
no

te
s.c

om



Solved Assignment Guide — AIOU Introduction to ECE (1624) — Page 30 

much misbehaviour is manufactured. Flexibility is retained for the teachable moment — the 

insect found in the garden, the child’s urgent news — because a rigid timetable that cannot 

bend to real learning contradicts the curriculum’s own goals. 

The Social and Emotional Environment 

The most powerful element of the environment is relational. Children learn in an atmosphere 

of warmth, respect and high expectation: the teacher greets children by name, listens seriously, 

speaks at the child’s level, and manages behaviour by teaching and redirection rather than by 

fear, shaming or corporal punishment, which are both harmful and prohibited in quality 

settings. Rules are few, positive and explained; peer relationships are actively cultivated 

through cooperative tasks and inclusive grouping; and diversity — of language, culture, family 

form and ability — is visibly respected in books, images, materials and festivals represented, so 

that every child can find himself or herself in the room. This climate is what allows the social, 

emotional and moral goals of the curriculum to be learned as lived experience rather than as 

lessons about kindness delivered unkindly. 

The Teaching Environment: Interaction, Planning and Assessment 

An effective environment is finally a taught environment. The teacher plans from the 

curriculum goals and from observation of the actual children, prepares materials before the day 

begins, uses rich language — naming, questioning, extending children’s talk (sustained shared 

thinking) — and scaffolds just beyond what the child can do alone, in Vygotsky’s zone of 

proximal development. Assessment is woven into the day through observation notes, work 

samples and simple records kept in each child’s portfolio, used to plan next steps and to 

communicate honestly with parents, who are treated as partners: welcomed, informed and 
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involved, because the environment that best supports the goals extends beyond the classroom 

walls into continuity with home. 

Table 4: How environment elements serve curriculum goals 

Environment element Example in practice Goals mainly served 

Learning centres & materials Open-ended blocks, art, 

sand/water, book corner 

Cognitive, motor, creativity, 

independence 

Safety, health & space Child-height facilities, outdoor 

area, hygiene routines 

Physical development, health 

habits, security 

Schedule & routine Long play blocks, predictable 

sequence, smooth transitions 

Self-regulation, sustained 

engagement, confidence 

Social-emotional climate Warmth, positive rules, inclusive 

displays 

Social skills, empathy, self-

concept, moral growth 

Teacher interaction & assessment Scaffolding talk, observation 

portfolios, parent links 

Language, school readiness, 

individual progress 

Table 4 makes the central point visible: there is no neutral corner of a classroom. Every element 

— furniture, timetable, tone of voice, assessment habit — either advances the stated goals of 

holistic development or quietly works against them. Evaluating an ECE setting therefore means 

checking alignment: do the goals on paper appear in the room, in the day and in the teacher’s 

behaviour? Where they do, quality exists; where they do not, revising documents is pointless 

until the environment changes. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the goals and objectives of a quality ECE curriculum are holistic — physical, 

emotional, social, linguistic, cognitive, moral and creative — organised under the aim of a 

healthy, confident, curious child ready for school and life. Their strengths are balance and 

developmental soundness; their risks are push-down narrowing, vagueness and the gap 

between paper and practice. That gap is closed by the classroom environment: safe, organised, 

materially rich space; a humane and predictable use of time; a warm, inclusive social climate; 
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and skilful, observant teaching in partnership with parents. Curriculum and environment are 

not two topics but one: the environment is the curriculum as the child actually experiences it. 
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